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Introduction


Graduation, employment and promotion are the main reasons why most people register for a qualification at a higher education institution (Gokuladas, 2011). While there has been an increase in the number of graduates with Administrative Management qualifications, most of them struggle to find sustainable employment (SE) (Wilton, 2011) . This is because employment lags behind economic growth (Palmer, 2009) . Moreover, there is a gap between the skills they acquired and the skills required by the employers (Nilsson, 2010) .
Due to the lag of employment behind economic growth, the unemployment rate increased from 22% in 1994 to 25% in 2014 in South Africa (Stats SA, 2014). To reduce unemployment rate, government, employers and managers are striving to come up with initiatives that enable SE (Biffl and Isaac, 2005) . However, this is both difficult and challenging (Corbiére and Lecomte, 2009 ). SE requires a supportive, stimulating and motivating work environment (Palmer, 2009) . MÖller (2014) concludes that more researches are aimed at establishing factors that enable SE be conducted in future.
No research has been conducted to establish the impact of experiential learning in administrative management in open distance learning institution on SE (Palmer, 2009; Procter, 2011 ). This research is aimed at establishing the impact of experiential learning in Administrative Management on SE. Students registered for an experiential learning module in Administrative Management were used as respondents to a questionnaire.
Experiential learning
It is impossible to teach practical exercises theoretically from the book (Cathcart, Greenspan and Quin, 2010) . True learning is the result of students' experiences, and the evaluation and reflection of these experiences (Moore, Boyd and Dooley, 2010) . Experiential learning (EL) unlocks capabilities because it is about action rather than just learning theory (Jennings and Wargneir, 2010) . EL can be implemented by educators in varied disciplines to equip students with hand-on experience and enhance the quality of business education (Clark and White, 2010; Ghose, 2010) . It promotes graduates' employability and provides the employer with an additional employee (Peach and Gamble, 2011) . EL is, therefore, valuable for future success of both students and employers (Clark and White, 2010) .
Although there are many definitions of EL, Kolb's (1984) is the most quoted. Kolb (1984) defines EL as the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. According to Kolb, EL is a four stage process. These stages are depicted in Figure 1 and discussed below.  Concrete experience: the learner must be willing and actively involved in the experience;  Reflective observation: the learner must be able to reflect on the experience;  Abstract conceptualization: the learner must possess and use analytical skills to conceptualize the experience; and  Active experimentation: the learner must possess decision-making and problem-solving skills in order to use new ideas gained from the experience.
EL is categorized into two different types: one, which is more personal and informal, and another type which is a designed learning event with situations to which the learner is intentionally exposed (Vesper, Kartog, Bishara and Reeves, 2010). It can take many forms including internships, volunteering to work in a firm, and simulation (Clark and White, 2010) .
EL provides many benefits to students, faculties and educational institutions, firms/owners/managers, researchers and government policy makers (Hynes and Richardson, 2007) . According to Nevin (2001) , EL provides learners with fun, exciting and entertaining way of learning. In addition, it creates the right atmosphere for learning, puts value on students' knowledge, skills and experience, enforces sharing of ideas and increases synergistic learning of participants (Smith, Collins and Hannon, 2006).
1.1.
Experiential learning course in administrative management. The course is entitled "Administrative Practice" because of the EL component in it. This course is offered by University of South Africa (UNISA), the largest open distance learning university in Africa. The purpose of the course is to provide the learners with EL in the National Diploma in Administrative Management. This course enables learners to apply the theory or knowledge they acquired during their first, second and third level of study of Administrative Management. It affords the learner with an opportunity to function in a working environment. The module provides hands-on experience on administrative management, and enables learners to advise any employer on how to set up the office environment.
Upon registration, students receive study materials which include all assignments they must complete throughout the year. One of the assignments they must complete is the EL project which should be completed in a work environment and submitted for final assessment. Other assignments cover theory on EL. The purpose of the theory on EL is to alert learners of what to expect in the work environment. With the help of the university, students are placed at the workplace. They spend two months in the work environment. During this period, they familiarize themselves with the organization in which they are placed; learn the information systems in use; use both written and electronic communication; discover the area that requires insurance; plan the office environment; learn how administrative function supports other organizational functions; learn about quality assurance; ensure that the office observes green principles; expose themselves to facilities management; learn about automated processes in the organization; learn about ergonomic office; discover how the organization decorates its offices; learn about buying; and facilitate meetings. In a nutshell, students learn all about administrative management.
A log book is provided to students and contains all the activities they should complete. After completing each activity, they record evidence of completion in a portfolio of evidence and attach supporting documents. Also, students declare ownership of their portfolio of evidence by attaching a declaration form with a stamp of commissioner of oath. The purpose of the commissioner of oath stamp is to ensure that the students' work is original, and to avoid plagiarism. They make their portfolio presentable by biding or filing it, and get it ready for submission to the university. The portfolio is submitted towards the end of the year for final assessment.
A mentor was allocated to each student by the placement organization. The role of the mentor was to guide the student through the project. At the end of the two months period, the mentor evaluates the student's performance through the use of a standard evaluation form. This form is attached to the final portfolio of evidence which the student submits for final assessment. SE should, therefore, receive special attention and its barriers eliminated (Rosen, 1995; McQuaid and Bergmann, 2015) . Policies and initiatives that enable it must be implemented (Rosen, 1995  supportive social environment;  flexible work environment;  match between the job and the individual's need, interest, enjoyment and feelings;  desire of the employees to sustain their employment;  job satisfaction;  work relationship;  regular schedule;  easy to complete tasks;  physical and emotional wellbeing of employees;  safe and healthy work environment;  jobs that promote a feeling of competence and challenge;  jobs that promise a better future; and  employment-related motivations.
Although it is possible, creating SE is difficult and challenging (Corbiére and Lecomte, 2009 ). Sumsion (2007) concludes that due to shortage of teachers, SE is difficult in teaching. Burns (1993) discovers that tourism employers show little concern for SE. Fine (2012) finds that it is difficult for care givers to sustain their employment.
Open distance learning
There has been a tremendous growth of open distance learning (ODL) institutions in developing countries (Udegbe, 2012) . This is due to the development of ICT, particularly, internet-based technology (Ali, 2012) . Some of the modern technologies used by ODL institutions include high speed internet connection; computers; CDs and DVDs, flash drives; radios; and television systems (Ofoegbu, 2009 ). Because of the use of ICT, particularly, the internet, ODL is described using the terms e-learning (electronic learning) and online learning (Moore and Kearsley, 2005) .
ODL took root in many countries as a means to resolve political compulsions, as, also, to fulfill the aspirations of different sections of the people who had missed educational opportunities, not as a matter of individual choice but as compulsions of social and cultural contexts (Rao, 2011) . It offers flexibility and teaching approaches that are centered on the student with regard to content, time, place, pace of learning, method of instruction and nature of assessment (Wei, 2010) . ODL is characterized by learners' freedom of selection of what, when and where to learn (Sharma and Gupta, 2012) . Thus, the objective of ODL is to enhance the opportunities that support education for all and life-long learning (Ofoegbu, 2009 ).
Unlike in conventional educational institutions, teachers and students are isolated by distance and time in ODL (Udegbe, 2012) . Due to distance and lack of contact with students in ODL, there has been a higher failure rate and low graduation rate. This has led government to exert strong pressure on ODL educational institutions to improve student success (Subotzky and Prinsloo, 2011) . As a result, ODL institutions provide students support (Wei, 2010 ).
There are several definitions of ODL. Bouras et al. (1998) define ODL as the process of learning with the use of telematics that is the combination of telecommunication, information and multimedia technology and its services. This definition is limiting ODL to ICT and is, therefore, not inclusive. Moore and Tait (2002) define ODL as approaches that focus on opening access to education and training provision, freeing learners from the constraints of time and place, and offering flexible learning opportunities to individuals and groups of learners. Although it does not mention ICT, this definition is comprehensive. Having considered these definitions and for the purpose of this study, ODL is defined as a system that offers education without boundaries of knowledge content, time and place through the help of ICT, and provides support to ensure learner success.
UNISA and open distance learning.
UNISA is the largest ODL institution in Africa and the longest standing dedicated distance education university in the world. UNISA enrols nearly one-third of all South African students. Founded in 1873 as the University of the Cape of Good Hope, the institution became the first public university in the world to teach exclusively by means of distance education in 1946. Throughout the years, UNISA was the only university in South Africa to have provided all people with access to education, irrespective of race, colour or creed. UNISA offers an unparalleled range of study choices, ranging from short courses and certificate programs to three and four year degrees and diplomas, to over 350000 students almost every year (http://www.unisa.ac.za/Default.asp?Cmd=ViewConte ntandContentID=17765).
According to Pityana (2009) , UNISA has the highest foreign student enrolment figures in Africa and provides its teaching and learning and administrative services worldwide. Scott, Yeld and Hendry (2007) found that at UNISA only 30% of the 2000 first-time student cohort had graduated within five years. Moreover, with a further 14% still registered, 56% of the cohort had, therefore, discontinued their studies. UNISA is experiencing rapid increase in enrolment and causes operational problems such as late deliveries of study materials (Subotzky and Prinsloo, 2011).
Methodology
A survey was undertaken to collect data from Administrative Practice students registered at UNISA for the academic year 2011.
A questionnaire with open-ended, and closed-ended questions were used to collect data from students. The questionnaire was sent to all students (330) registered for Administrative Practice via e-mail. Students were requested to attach the completed questionnaire to their project portfolio and submit them all together. Those who failed to attach the questionnaire to their project portfolio scanned and e-mailed or faxed the questionnaire to the lecturer. Of the 330 students, only 270 were admitted to the examination allowing them an opportunity to submit their project portfolio. Only 97 usable questionnaires were received from the students. This led to a response rate of 35.93%. This could be because the questionnaire was sent to students closer to the due date for submission of the project portfolio and some students might have missed it or accessed it after the due date.
Results
Regarding placement, 38.1% of the students found the placement themselves; 4.1% were assisted by the university to find placement; 3.1% were placed in a family business; 4.1% were employed at the university; and 50.5% were already employed. Of the 97 students, 56.7% indicated that two months were long enough for the completion of the project whereas 43.3% indicated that it was short. Those who indicated that two months were shorter gave the following summarized reasons:
 time is required to adjust to the work environment (4.8%)  it is difficult to complete the project if you are registered for many other modules (2.4%)  there is so much to be learned (83.3%)  mentors are not always available to assist because of their tight schedule (9. As it pertains to the project content, 81.4% agreed that the project covers everything about the current administrative practice; 89.6% agreed that the project deals with relevant administrative duties; 90.7% agreed that the project prepares students for the work environment; 82.4% indicated that the project was challenging; 85.6% indicated that the project made them want to know more about the organization they were placed in; 53.6% indicated that the project was relevant to the workplace; 68.1% indicated that the project covers things that are happening in the workplace; and 61.8% indicated that the project should not be changed.
The following additional comments were provided concerning the project content:
 it develops skills such as communication, team work; sending of e-mails and report writing, punctuality and attendance, and develops awareness to the workplace culture;  it gives an opportunity to get out of the comfort zone;  it helps students to think critically;  it prepares students for the work environment;  it's difficult to find placement;  it's difficult to get information from larger organization;  some organizations don't have needed equipment;  students get employed due to experiential learning; and  university must align the course content with what companies are doing.
In summary, the additional comments indicate that while some students experienced difficulties in finding placement and required equipment and extracting information from large organizations, the project helped them to get out of their comfort zone.
Although some students suggested that the project content be aligned with what the organizations are doing, many found it enriching. The project content helped students to secure employment, think critically, communicate and act professionally in a work environment. Students wrote the following additional comments regarding their impression of the overall experiential learning project:
 All students should do experiential learning modules.  Doing experiential learning without a salary is a challenge.  Finding a placement is such a great challenge.  I now possess problem-solving skills and ready to apply for management positions.  It is a great experience and both the student and the employer benefit. Skills have improved and made me ready to challenge new positions within the organization, as well as outside. The project is recommended for managers.  It is a very relevant project and an eye opener.  It is an enjoyable project. However, time was a biggest challenge. Working experience came in hand with the completion of the activities. It helps in doing research over the internet.
 It was difficult to perform certain activities.  Thanks to the enterprise that placed me.  The employer promised me a job.  The project was difficult to complete. It must be simplified.  The experiential learning project is enjoyable.
However, time is a challenge when you have a family and work to take care of. The internet assisted a lot with research.  The experiential learning must be based on the kind of work the students do at their workplace.  This project builds confidence and self-esteem.
It leads someone to help the community and those in need.  To provide students with an opportunity to network and apply theory into practice.  Transport money was such a challenge but I learned a lot from this experiential learning.  Visits to students at the workplace should be done.  Experiential learning exposes students to the work environment and gets them out of their comfort zone. It provides students with self-confidence.  Experiential learning has instilled some confidence and the student feels ready for employment.  Experiential learning helped me to find a temporary job where I was placed.  Experiential learning helps students to find jobs.
It equips students with work experience.  Experiential learning increases self-confidence and creates a leader in students. It exposes one to public speaking.  Experiential learning is very helpful and improves skills but the time allocated is too short.  Experiential learning is very helpful for students who are not working, and it boosts selfconfidence.  Experiential learning is very helpful to students.
It develops awareness of the work environment and business opportunities, exposes students to interview panels and working under pressure.  Experiential learning is very important for students. It's good for networking, and building confidence, and geting good at operating machineries.  Experiential learning made work easier.  Experiential learning prepares students to work with documentation and covers all admin aspects.  Experiential learning reveals lots of weaknesses in the work environment.  Experiential learning success is dependent on both the students and the employer's commitment.  You get exposed to different jobs and liaise with senior management.
In brief, the additional comments reveal that some students found the EL project difficult and challenging due to limited time, lack of salary and money for transport, and family and work pressure. However, the additional comments recommend that all university students should do EL modules because they equip students with work related skills such as problemsolving, general management, research, networking, communication, pressure handling, equipment operation, and document management. Moreover, the additional comments indicate that some students found the EL projected enjoyable because it gave them work experience and self-confidence. In addition, the additional comments point out that, though the EL project needs alignment to the work environment and constant visit of the lecturers to the work environment, it helped some students to handle interviews, secure employment, be community players, and get out of the comfort zone. Some students conclude that a successful EL project reveals the weaknesses of the work environment and relies on the commitment of both students and employers.
Obtaining employment.
Of the 97 students that participated in the survey, 22 (22.68%) were unemployed before work placement for EL. The remaining 75 (77.32%) students were employed before work placement for EL. Table 2 indicates the results pertaining to obtaining employment due to EL. Of those that were not employed before placement for EL, 9.1% indicated that they were employed as a result of EL, 13.6% indicated that they were employed by the organization that placed them for EL, and 13.6% were employed in other organization except the one that placed them for EL. 
Sustaining employment.
Students who were employed before registering for the EL module were asked about the impact of EL on SE. 98.7% of the employed students indicated that the EL project made them confident in their work. Sixty three (84%) indicated that their employer was impressed with their work due to EL. Thirty six (48%) of the students indicated that they will soon be promoted due to the EL project. Sixty two (82.7%) of the students indicated that their attitude about work has changed due to EL. Thirty nine (52%) of the students indicated that they will keep their jobs for one to two years due to the EL project. Thirty nine (52%) of the students indicated that they will keep their jobs for three to five years due to the EL project. Table 3 indicates the results for employment sustainability. 
Discussion
While unemployment rate is very high in South Africa, higher education institutions have a role to play in producing graduates who are employable.
Graduates should not only be equipped with skills to obtain employment but they should also be able to sustain the employment. Though majority of the students who participated in this research were already employed before registering for the EL project, some of them who were not employed managed to obtain employment. Some obtained employment where they were placed, while some found employment elsewhere.
The EL project in administrative management instilled confidence in those who were employed before registering for the module. They were able to impress their employer with their improved performance on the job. It made them confident enough to believe that they will soon be promoted. Their attitude changed to an extent that they believed they will keep their employment for the next five years.
Almost all students were impressed about the overall EL project. They admit that the EL project helps in obtaining employment. This is because it gives them an opportunity to connect with people who are employed and, possibly, in position of power. Moreover, they believed that the EL project equips them with skills required to secure employment. They agreed that the project creates a positive attitude and enables one to sustain employment. Additionally, students commented that the EL project though challenging and difficult due to limited time, lack of salary and work and family pressure, instils self-confidence, creates opportunities to network and offers work experience. They further comment that the EL project raises awareness of the work environment, exposes the weaknesses of the work environment and enables students to put theory into practice. They found the project to be relevant to the work environment and enjoyable.
Conclusion
Notwithstanding that it is challenging and difficult, it is possible to achieve SE. It has been proven beyond doubt that education enables SE. This research found that EL project in administrative management has a positive influence on obtaining SE. Students who did not have employment secured employment due to the EL project. EL project in administrative management enhances selfconfidence and positive attitude towards obtaining SE. It enables students to network with employed individuals including senior management increasing the chances of securing SE. It does so by equipping them with skills and confidence. It also enables students to impress their employers with work performance. It lets employed student to sustain employment for up to five years.
